TOM SAVINI 
THE MAN WHO BRINGS LIFE TO 


ZOMBIES 


BY RANDY PALMER 


Mankind is on the wane when Day of 
the Dead opens this summer. Millions 
have been slaughtered and devoured 
by hunger-crazed zombies, and only a 
few isolated pockets of civilization 
remain. The cities are empty. People 
are hiding in caves and underground. In 
an old missile silo, surrounded by a 
high fence, a group of researchers and 
soldiers tries to determine how to out- 
wit the zombies lurking outside. 

Sounds like Invisible Invaders with 
teeth, you say? Monstrous makeup 
marvel Tom Savini may giggle at your 
naivete. Day of the Dead is much more 
than that. In fact, if you thought Dawn 
of the Dead was liver-quivering, man, 
you ain’t seen nothing yet! 

“When I go back and examine Dawn of 
the Dead,” says Savini. “I can’t believe 
how bad it is! Dawn is 7 years old and | 
guess it must have been effective for 
its time, but it’s awful now. There’s no 
comparison to Day of the Dead. The ef- 
fects in Day are much more organic; 
they’re stringy, they go on forever! 

“ĮI was watching the original Thing on 
television recently,” Savini continues, 
“and I’m sure when that first came out 
in 1951 it showcased what was the pin- 
nacle of effects for its time. But as ef- 
fects grew older, they got better. That’s 
why, as gross and as shocking as some 
may have found Dawn of the Dead, it 
just looks sick in comparison to the 
new film.” 

Lest our readers think Tom sounds a 
bit too cheery about it all, Savini is 
quick to assure, “strictly speaking, I’m 
not a goremonger.” Such a statement 
may seem odd coming from someone 
who has made a name for himself by 
supplying eye-popping effects for such 
pictures as Friday the 13th, Maniac and 

The Burning. But, as Savini explains, 
it’s all in a day’s work. 
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Tom Savini — the man the corpses come to for the best in fashion makeovers 


DAWN OF THE 13TH 


“lve done lots of monster makeups,” 
he notes, “most recently in Creep- 
show—but what happened is that 
Friday the 13th and Dawn of the Dead, 
the films which got my name out, are 
the same two films that got me 
associated with splatter. So I’ve been 
called upon to provide splatter types of 
effects in a number of different pic- 
tures.” 

In fact, Savini’s splatter effects have 
created quite a stir among both film 
producers and fright fans because of 
their ultra-realism. His work has been 
the subject of books and articles as 
well as the censor’s cinematic 
scissors. 

“The trimming or elimination of my ef- 
fects is not something that really 
bothers me,” Savini insists. “It’s hap- 
pened only a couple of times, most 
notably with The Burning and Maniac. 
Fortunately | wasn’t depending on 
those two films for any supernotoriety. 


“When | was working on Maniac | told 
the producers, ‘You guys can’t possibly 
get away with showing this stuff.’ It 
was just too ugly. In Florida and some 
other places, it was, in fact, cut. But 
that doesn’t bother me, because | own 
complete copies. 

“Most of my stuff has been left pretty 
much intact,” he continues. “I remem- 
ber when | was doing Friday the 13th, | 
saw the rough cut and the effects were 
very long; they dwelled on them. Then 
when the movie was released, it was 
different; they weren’t nearly as 
lengthy. So my thought was, perhaps 
they’ve left them long on purpose, 
submitted the film, and the rating 
board said to cut the effects or suffer 
an X rating. Then they cut them and en- 
ded up with what they really wanted in 
the first place. 

“With Friday the 13th—The Final 
Chapter, | think it was a bit of a dif- 
ferent story. There was a decision 
made at the beginning to keep the ef- 
fects short. | truly believe there will be 
a Friday the 13th Part 13, because as 
long as they make money, they’re 
going to keep making them.” 


VORHEES A JOLLY BAD FELLOW 


“I turned down parts 2 and 3 because 
Jason shouldn’t have been alive,” 
Savini points out. “He wasn’t even alive 
in Part 1; he was only alive in his 
mother’s mind. So when they brought 


him back and gave him life in Part 2, | 
was kind of leery about doing it. | was 
already committed to do The Burning 
anyway. | ended doing Part 4 because | 
got to kill Jason, the guy | gave life to in 
the first one. And | loved it!” 

Savini seems proud of the work he’s 
doing for director George Romero’s 
latest project. The script for Day of the 
Dead called for some truly gruesome 
effects that couldn’t be accomplished 
using the limited techniques Savini 
employed for the earlier zombie film. 
“We have some great mechanical ef- 
fects in Day,” he says. “In Dawn, 
we didn’t have any mechanical effects. 
One of the reasons was that Dawn was 
really a solo effort. On Day of the Dead 
| had a crew of six people. They were a 
super crew, the best I’ve ever had.” 


SUPER CREW EQUALS SUPER GRUE 


In fact, the effects for Day of the Dead 
go so far beyond what has previously 
been shown on screen that Savini and 


his crew invented a new word to 
describe them. 

“ “Gore-tech’ is the word that one of 
my guys invented,” Savini reveals. “We 
applied it to the mechanical effects. 
There were so many things in the script 
that we couldn’t do to a real person, 
mechanical effect techniques were the 
only answer. 

“| appeared on David Letterman’s 
show a few months ago and even he 
was turned off by some of the stuff | 
brought with me,” the makeup master 
continues. ‘‘Labels were on the boxes, 
and | told him ‘these are effects.’ And 
that’s what they were—rubber, latex, 
cotton, glue, cables. He didn’t even 
want to touch the stuff, and it was just 
rubber! So if the image of them was 
that strong when they were just lying 
there in the television studio, in the 
context of the movie they should be 
really horrifying!” 

Two of the more complex effects 
which have everyone buzzing about 


Talk about losing one’s lunch, this guy lost his whole stomach to 
boot! The result of another on-the-set meal served by Savini 
catering! 


Day of the Dead are the prying open of 
a man’s head and the tearing apart of a 
whole human being. “The hardest ef- 
fect we had to do was for when the 
character Rhodes is completely torn 
apart by zombies,” Savini says. “For- 
tunately, we were able to film it in only 
one take, because we had thoroughly 
planned how it would work in pre- 
production.” 


IN ARM’S WAY 


Things don’t always work out so 
smoothly, however. As Savini relates: 

“There was ascene which was far less 
complicated but which did give us 
some trouble. That was when this guy 
gets his arm chopped off. His 
comrades have to cauterize it; they 
burn it and seal it closed. The first arm 
we used was made out of solid foam, 
and on the first two takes the knife just 
bounced off it. | said to my assistant, 
‘well, just slice it then.’ But that didn’t 
work either. So there we were! 
Everyone’s there, the clock is running, 
we’re supposed to shoot this effect 
and it’s not working. We had all the 
other parts ready: the severed arm 
which would bleed, the cauterized arm, 
everything. We didn’t know what to do. 
Finally we remembered that when we 
first cast the actor’s arm to build these 
props, just for safety’s sake we made a 
rubber arm from the mold. That was 
just in case the mold broke—we could 
recast from the rubber arm and have it 
again, without needing to bring back 
the actor. So we wound up using that 
rubber arm, which was just sitting in a 
plastic bag on a shelf in the workshop. 
We cut it open, filled it with mortician’s 
wax, colored it, put hair on it and got it 
ready for the shot. It worked, and it 
looked good.” 

Savini is reluctant to discuss many 
more of the effects he’s labored hard 
over for Day of the Dead, preferring that 
his fans wait to see what surprises he 
and George Romero have come up with 
when the new zombie film makes its 
debut this summer. 

“| will say one more thing,” he adds. 
“Although | don’t have a real acting 
role in Day of the Dead, there is one 
zombie which was built from a cast of 
my own body. | was thinking of getting 
into cahoots with some magazine to 
see if any of the readers who go and 
see the picture can guess which zom- 
bie is me! 

“But they’d never recognize me,” he 
laughs. 


